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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 


In  its  Report  on  the  Powers  of  the  Ontario  Film  Review  Boards  the 
Ontario  Law  Reform  Commission  recommends  changes  to  the  classification 
and  approval  functions  of  the  Board.  The  rapid  expansion  in  technology  in 
recent  years  has  rendered  film  and  video  materials  easily  accessible  to  an 
increasing  number  of  people.  This  increase  in  quantity  of  material  is 
accompanied  by  a  perception  that  many  of  the  images  and  messages 
conveyed  in  these  media  are  becoming  more  violent  and  degrading,  and  that 
more  societal  control  over  the  content  of  the  media  is  required.  Various 
concerns  have  been  expressed  by  members  of  the  public— particularly 
parents,  members  of  groups  involved  with  victims  of  abuse  and 
discrimination,  artists,  and  members  of  the  film  and  video  industries.  The  aim 
of  this  Report  is  to  assess  how  the  Ontario  Film  Review  Board's  powers  can 
be  modified  to  make  it  a  more  effective  regulator  of  films  and  videos. 

The  Commission  has  sought  to  balance  the  need  to  protect  freedom  of 
speech  and  artistic  expression  with  the  desire  to  limit  or  control  the 
distribution  of  violent,  degrading,  and  dehumanizing  images.  Its  basic 
conclusions  are:  (1)  viewers  desire  and  are  entitied  to  as  much  information 
as  is  reasonably  possible  about  a  film  or  video  before  they  view  it;  and  (2) 
censorship  is  an  undesirable  and  ultimately  ineffective  way  of  achieving  the 
vahd  and  important  aim  of  delegitimizing  certain  images  and  messages. 

In  the  Report,  the  Commission  recommends  changes  that  will  provide 
more  information  to  viewers,  and  to  parents  or  guardians  of  viewers,  before 
a  film  or  video  is  seen.  Increased  control  over  which  videos  children  will  be 
able  to  see  is  required.  The  Commission  recommends  that  this  be  achieved 
by  the  institution  of  a  sticker  system,  so  that  the  classifications  of  videos  will 
be  visible  on  each  video  box  and  video  cassette  itself.  In  addition,  the 
Commission  recommends  the  enactment  of  legislative  provisions  that  prohibit 
the  rental,  sale  or  loan  of  videos  to  children  of  an  age  restricted  by  the 
classification  accorded  to  that  film.  Thus,  the  same  supervision  that  exists  in 
theatres  will  exist  at  video  retail  outiets.  Further,  only  videos  or  cHps  from 
videos  that  have  been  "approved  for  all  audiences"  should  be  permitted  to 
be  shown  on  in-house  screens  on  the  premises  of  video  retailers. 

The  Commission  also  recommends  greater  use  of  the  information  pieces 
that  accompany  the  classifications  and  advertisements  of  films  and  videos. 
This  will  allow  viewers  to  have  more  information  about  films  and  videos 
before  they  view  them.  The  information  contained  in  Summary  Reports 
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completed  by  Board  members,  which  specifies  why  fihns  have  received  the 
classifications  they  have  been  accorded,  should  be  made  readily  available  to 
members  of  the  pubUc. 

The  Commission  concludes  in  the  Report  that  censorship  is  neither  a 
desirable  nor  an  effective  method  for  the  regulation  of  targeted  materials. 
Changing  technology  makes  it  increasingly  easy  to  avoid  controls  that  attempt 
to  ban  images.  The  Commission  does  recommend  that  controls  on 
advertising  be  instituted  and  strictly  enforced. 

The  Commission  has  also  recommended  that  the  legislation  be  amended 
to  permit  the  Ontario  Board  to  adopt  classifications  given  to  films  by  any  of 
the  other  provincial  boards.  The  adoption  of  classifications  given  by  other 
boards  would  be  facihtated  by  the  provinces  working  together  to  develop  one 
national  set  of  classification  categories.  To  the  extent  that  the  same 
classifications  can  be  accorded  across  the  country,  there  will  be  a 
corresponding  improvement  in  the  provision  of  information  to  consumers, 
and  viewer  confusion  will  be  reduced. 

This  Report  is  confined  to  an  analysis  and  evaluation  of  the  powers  of 
the  Ontario  Fihn  Review  Board;  it  is  not  a  report  on  the  regulation  of 
pornography  or  other  targeted  materials.  The  Report  canvasses  various 
alternative  existing  or  proposed  methods  for  the  regulation  of  violent, 
degrading,  or  dehumanizing  material.  The  Commission  has  attempted, 
through  its  explanations  and  recommendations,  to  reduce  some  of  the 
confusion  and  anxiety  that  results  from  the  overlap  of  provincial  film  boards 
and  the  federal  criminal  law.  The  federal  criminal  law  governing  obscenity 
operates  in  its  own  sphere  and  is  not  fundamentally  affected  by  changes  to 
the  provincial  Film  Review  Board.  To  the  extent  that  the  criminal  law  might 
require  reform  in  order  for  the  systems  to  work  together  in  a  more  effective 
manner,  such  recommendations  he  beyond  the  scope  of  the  Commission.  On 
the  other  hand,  the  Commission  would  favour  investigation  into  those 
methods  that  do  not  rely  on  prior  restraint  or  criminalization  but  that 
attempt  to  increase  media  hteracy  and  thus  foster  critical  viewing,  or  that 
regulate  by  controlling  the  time,  place,  and  manner  of  displays  and 
advertising.  The  unacceptabiUty  of  harmful  messages  should  be  conveyed  by 
means  other  than  forcible  attempts  to  prevent  the  images  from  being 
portrayed. 


SUMMARY  OF  RECOMMENDATIONS 


The  Commission  makes  the  following  recommendations: 

1.  The  Theatres  Act  should  be  amended  to  allow  the  Ontario  Film  Review 
Board  to  adopt  the  classifications  granted  to  films  by  other  boards  in 
remaining  provincial  jurisdictions.  The  Ontario  Board  should  retain 
ultimate  authority  to  accept  or  reject  the  classifications  of  other  boards. 
This  control  ensures  that  local  accountability  will  be  maintained. 
(Ch.  3,  at  78) 

2.  The  information  contained  in  the  Summary  Reports  should  be  made 
readily  available  to  members  of  the  public  by,  for  example,  being  kept 
in  public  hbraries,  or  by  other  means  such  as  the  use  of  an  automated 
telephone  information  system.  (Ch.  3,  at  107) 

3.  Ontario  should  work  with  the  other  provinces  to  develop,  by  agreement, 
one  uniform  set  of  classification  categories  with  guidelines.  It  is  the 
Commission's  view  that,  in  developing  classification  categories,  boards 
and  legislators  are  entitled  to  rely  on  the  proposition  that  information 
will  lead  to  the  careful  exercise  of  parental  or  other  adult  discretion. 
(Ch.  4,  at  117) 

4.  A  sticker  system,  such  as  that  now  in  use  in  Quebec,  should  be 
instituted  so  that  the  classification  accorded  to  each  videofilm  is  clearly 
displayed  on  the  video  box  and  on  the  video  cassette  itself.  Illegal 
videos,  that  have  not  gone  through  the  Ontario  Film  Review  Board 
even  though  they  are  required  to  do  so  by  legislation,  will  then  be 
readily  identifiable  to  both  inspectors  under  the  Act,  and  to  consumers. 
(Ch.  4,  at  119) 

5.  The  Theatres  Act  should  be  amended  to  incorporate  provisions  that 
prohibit  videos  from  being  rented,  sold,  or  loaned  to  any  person  of  an 
age  excluded  by  the  classification  accorded  to  that  video.  (Ch.  4,  at  119) 

6.  Legislative  provisions  should  be  adopted  regarding  the  practice  of 
showing  videos  or  chps  from  videos  on  in-house  television  screens  on 
video  retailers'  premises.  Video  retailers  should  display  only  videos  or 
chps  of  videos  that  have  been  "approved  for  all  audiences"  by  the 
Board.  (Ch.  4,  at  119) 
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7.  Restrictions  should  routinely  be  placed  on  advertisements  of 
pornographic  or  extremely  violent  materials.  Controls  on  the  time, 
place,  and  manner  of  advertising  as  well  as  its  content  should  be 
stringently  enforced.  (Ch.  4,  at  120) 

8.  The  use  of  information  pieces  should  be  expanded  and  their  size 
enlarged  so  as  to  allow  them  effectively  to  fulfil  their  stated,  significant 
role.  These  pieces  should  be  a  regular  accompaniment  to  classifications, 
and  should  convey  as  much  information  as  is  reasonably  possible. 
(Ch.  4,  at  120) 

9.  The  Board  should  no  longer  have  the  power  to  require  eliminations  or 
to  disapprove  or  prohibit  completely  the  exhibition  of  films  and  videos 
in  Ontario.  The  criteria  in  section  14  of  the  regulations  should  therefore 
be  removed.  (Ch.  4,  at  126) 

10.  The  Board's  name  should  be  changed  to  the  Ontario  Film  Classification 
Board.  (Ch.  4,  at  126) 

11.  The  criteria  listed  in  section  28(3)  of  the  regulations  and  apphcable  to 
sections  29  and  31  of  the  regulations  should  be  removed.  (Ch.  4,  at  128) 
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